Abstract. Accurate measurements of prey availability are vital to our understanding of foraging behaviour, particularly prey selectivity. In the present study, observations of shorebirds foraging for fiddler crabs on intertidal mudflats demonstrate that prey availability depends both on the temporal variation in crab activity and on the crabs' responses to the presence of foraging shorebirds. Our results suggest that measurements of prey availability that do not specifically account for prey activity patterns and their responses to predators are neccessarily inaccurate. Furthermore, our results also show that tests for foraging selectivity are extremely sensitive to the way in which prey availability is measured and can even indicate active prey selectivity when more accurate measures of prey availability show predators to be non-selective. Because inaccurate measures of food resources greatly reduce our ability to detect food preferences, greater care must be taken to account for prey activity patterns and their responses to predators in measurements of prey availability. 1998 The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour
Food availability plays a crucial role in virtually every aspect of animals' lives, including their geographical distribution, reproductive success, habitat selection, migration and territoriality (Dodge et al. 1990; Hutton 1990; Terrill 1990; Wolda 1990) . Our understanding of these biological patterns depends fundamentally on accurate measurements of food availability, a notoriously difficult task (Hutton 1990; Wolda 1990; Luo et al. 1996) . Our sensory limitations and strengths can prevent us from perceiving the environment in the way our study animals do (Blake et al. 1990; Dodge et al. 1990; Hutton 1990; Dusenbury 1992; Lovette & Holmes 1995) . Furthermore, prey availability may depend not only on the predator's perceptual abilities, but also on the behavioural responses of prey animals to the presence of predators (Charnov et al. 1976; Kersten et al. 1991; Ens et al. 1993) .
The accuracy of prey availability measurements is probably most vital in selective foraging tests because here the prey availability to predators is the standard against which the predators' apparent preferences are judged. Selective foraging implies that predators do not take prey as it is encountered but sometimes reject prey items with relatively low profitability (see Goss-Custard 1984) . Profitability depends on the offset of handling costs (e.g. time, energy, danger) against gross energy gain (dependent on prey size, digestability, etc.).
Shorebirds are ideal subjects for studies of selective foraging, and many attempts have been made to relate their prey preferences to prey availability (e.g. Rands & Barkham 1981; Piersma et al. 1993; Kalejtja & Hockey 1994; McNeil et al. 1995; Thibault & McNeil 1995) . Several studies have shown that prey availability depends not only on the total number of prey present, but also on behavioural interactions between predator and prey (Zwarts 1985; Kersten et al. 1991; Ens et al. 1993) . These interactions are particularly important when prey animals, such as fiddler crabs (Uca spp.), are able to detect and evade potential predators. The availability of fiddler crabs to shorebirds has usually been estimated by counting either the number of open burrows in an area, or the number of crabs active on the surface when a predator is not present (Zwarts 1985 (Zwarts , 1990 Ens et al. 1993; Thibault & McNeil 1995) . These simple measures of prey availability have been intuitively 
